Much work on social learning has involved behaviour transmission between pairs of individuals, but recently the need to examine the social context in which learning occurs has been recognized. Previous studies using small numbers of animals have shown social influence on the behavioural development of juvenile male brown-headed cowbirds, Molothrus ater. Here we looked at the larger social context that forms the framework for such influence in more natural settings. We allowed a captive group of over 70 cowbirds, comprising adult and juvenile males and females, to associate freely in a large complex of connected aviaries. Highly organized social assortment emerged in the group, with individuals associating with others based on similarity in age and sex. Juvenile males that associated more with adult males had higher courtship success. Juvenile males that associated more with females sang less over the year. These results indicate that the social context of social learning for juvenile males is not just random association with all other birds in the social group, but is a selective and structured pattern of interaction. Differences in navigating this social structure correlated with courtship success and vocalization, behaviour known to be affected by social learning. Studies such as this, using large groups with free assortment of individuals, are the first step towards understanding the effects of the larger social context surrounding social learning.
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To tease apart social effects on behaviour, investigations are often carried out in highly controlled social situations in which only a few animals participate (see reviews in Galef 1988; Laland et al. 1993; Galef 1995) . Traditional studies of social learning typically involve a single individual, the demonstrator, performing a novel behaviour and interacting with one or a few naïve individuals, the observers, which are then tested individually for evidence of the novel behaviour. But many animals, such as gregarious birds, schooling fish and colonial species, live in highly complex surroundings of tens or hundreds of interacting individuals. A social group, not the individual, forms the backdrop for social learning.
More recently, however, researchers have suggested that studies of social learning should consider the influence of social groups during the learning experience (Laland et al. 1993; Coussi-Korbel & Fragaszy 1995) . Some studying social learning have begun to do so. For example, Galef and colleagues introduced a new method for studying transmission of diet preferences in groups of Norway rats, Rattus norvegicus, modelled on the natural situation in rat colonies where single individuals may enter or leave a group. The initial group consisted entirely of demonstrators, replaced one at a time by naïve observers, until no demonstrators remained. Variables such as the number of initial demonstrators and the frequency of replacement affected longevity of the novel behaviour, findings that could not have been extrapolated from studies on individual transmission (Galef & Allen 1995; Galef & Whiskin 1997) . Laland & Williams (1997) used the same method for studying preference of foraging routes in guppies, Poecilia reticulata, and determined it to be preferable to the traditional method in both the ability to make analyses of the behaviour in the population after removal of all demonstrators and the avoidance of stress-related behaviour associated with individual testing in this social species.
In another step towards examining the spread of social learning through a group of animals, Curio et al. (1978) showed cultural transmission of mobbing behaviour in blackbirds, Turdus mercula. An initial observer learned to mob a novel stimulus using traditional methods (exposure to a demonstrator mobbing an owl that was obstructed from the observer's sight), and was then used to transmit this behaviour along a chain of six birds with
